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Foreword 


hat did Leonardo da Vinci, Thomas Edison, Sir 

Winston Churchill, Albert Einstein and Hans 
Christian Anderson have in common? It surprises most 
people to discover that each of these diverse men of genius 
had a learning disability. 

There are innumerable people with learning disabilities 
who, if not all of genius calibre, are intelligent and possess 
many talents and capabilities. 

Increasing numbers of employers are becoming aware 
of the skills and potential of workers with specific learn- 
ing disabilities. They are recognizing that minor job 
accommodations can often alleviate mutual frustrations 
and result in productive, effective employees. 

The purpose of this guide is to provide useful infor- 
mation for all those involved in the hiring, retention and 
training process. It defines the term ‘‘/earning disabili- 
ty’’ and offers clues to help employers recognize those 
staff members who may have learning disabilities. It also 
offers suggestions for accommodation, supervision and 
action. 

Employment and Immigration Canada hopes that this 
publication will help employers to better understand 
employees who may ‘‘learn differently’ and sometimes 
present an enigma to supervisors and co-workers. 
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Learning disabilities 


here are so many myths and misconceptions surroun- 
ding the term learning disability, that it is wise to 
talk a little about what it is not as well as what it is. 

The term does not include learning difficulties which 
are primarily due to mental retardation, emotional pro- 
blems or environmental disadvantages, nor is it due to 
visual, motor or hearing disabilities, even though such 
persons may also be learning disabled. 

Learning disability is a general term used to describe 
the “‘hidden disability’’ that affects an estimated 10% of 
the population. Of this number, it is estimated that 
approximately 3% might require minor accommodation 
in their employment environment in order to retain their 
job and to perform competitively. 

Until fairly recently, the invisible handicap of specific 
learning disabilities was presumed to be a childhood pro- 
blem, something that ‘“John’’ or ‘“‘Peggy’’ would 
outgrow. Current research, on adults who have been 
diagnosed as learning disabled, recognizes that this 
disability can be an impairment that may affect his or 
her ability to find or keep a job or, once employed, to 
be promoted to a level commensurate with their actual 
capabilities. 

The term, learning disability, is used to describe a varie- 
ty of neurological problems in one or more of the pro- 
cesses involved in receiving and using visual, auditory, 
or other sensory information in people of normal or 
above-average intelligence. 

In simpler terms, those with learning disabilities receive 
inaccurate information through their senses, much like 
a bad telephone connection, static on the radio, or an 
out-of-focus snapshot. This unintentional distortion of 
material, as it travels from the eye, ear, skin or muscle 
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to the brain, can present problems not only for the 
learning disabled employee, but for his or her supervisor. 

There are many types of learning disabilities, ranging 
from mild to severe, and each person is affected in dif- 
ferent ways. Most of us know co-workers who have a 
learning disability, but do not realize it because they have 
learned to cope with their handicap. They compensate 
for their problems so well that, for all practical purposes, 
they are no longer learning disabled and perform their 
jobs without incident. 

Other employees with learning disabilities, often 
possessing exceptional talents, will need a little extra 
assistance in order to effectively demonstrate their full 
potential. Employers committed to supporting the right 
to employment of persons who are disabled can help 
learning disabled adults in two ways. First, learn to iden- 
tify and assist those already employed, and second, by 
developing ways of ensuring that new applicants are 
appropriately evaluated in order to pinpoint talents hid- 
den by the handicap. Information obtained from the lear- 
ning disabled employee can be the key to providing ef- 
fective accommodation. 
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Recognizing 
learning disabilities 


here are many kinds of learning disabilities, and 

recognizing an employee who may be learning 
disabled requires a good understanding of human 
characteristics, keen observation skills and empathy for 
different learning styles. The following examples provide 
a description of the major types of learning disabilities, 
but please remember that only a dominant cluster of 
Symptoms, coupled with an expert evaluation, can truly 
identify a person who is learning disabled. 


Performance inconsistency 


® possessing an excellent spoken vocabulary and sentence 
structure but unable to write in other than an immature 
manner; 


e able to organize a complicated set of arrangements over 
the telephone but becoming confused in a group 
discussion; 


e understanding printed information, but having diffi- 
culty absorbing verbal instructions: 


¢ comprehending spoken information but unable to 
identify important points in print: 


e thinking clearly and concisely but having difficulty with 
written instructions. 


Difficulty with time, space and numbers 


e confusing up/down; left/right and getting lost easily; 
e arriving late or unusually early for appointments: 


e difficulty in preparing and following simple work 
schedules; 


Nobody’s perfect 


inaccurate number work, trouble with budgeting and 
money handling. 


Poor co-ordination 


appearance of clumsiness, awkard, accident-prone; 
problems working with hands; 

difficulty in listening and taking notes at the same time; 
copying inaccurately, poor writing skills; 


a lack of organization in written work. 


Concentration problems 
easily distracted by background noise and visual 
stimuli; 


difficulty understanding and remembering oral 
instructions; 


possessing a short attention span; 


problems in completing assignments/tasks. 


Communications confusion 


misinterpreting differences in tone of voice; 


confusing non verbal messages such as facial expres- 
sions, eye contact, gestures; 


literal language interpretations rather than under- 
standing a figure of speech. 
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Job matching 


good match between an employee’s individual 

strengths and the job to be performed is a sound 
business practice that helps every worker to develop his 
or her maximum potential. Astute personnel practioners 
can assist applicants by helping them to assess their 
strengths, be realistic about their weaknesses and find jobs 
that make full use of their talents. Most people with 
learning disabilities should not be assigned jobs that place 
too large an emphasis on their specific disability. It is im- 
portant to emphasize this point because learning 
disabilities are invisible and rarely obvious to casual 
observers. 

A careful job analysis is considered essential to a suc- 
cessful match. In addition to the usual ways of analyz- 
ing a job, the use of a Physical Demands Analysis (PDA) 
checklist is a simple procedure that gives employers the 
information needed to match the demands of any job with 
the physical capabilities of an applicant. A one-page 
checklist is used to provide details on the physical func- 
tions required to perform any given job. Necessary duties 
that require good co-ordination and dexterity, as an 
example, can then be discussed freely. Most adults with 
learning disabilities are very aware of their area of dis- 
ability. In a relaxed interview with obvious support for 
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job accommodation from the employer, there is a good 
chance that the applicant will be candid and suggest possi- 
ble solutions. 

Many employers ask, ‘‘What are the best jobs for peo- 
ple with learning disabilities?’’ The answer is any job! 
Because there is such a variance in learning disabilities, 
and because many adults who have invisible handicaps 
have learned how to cope, they are likely to be found in 
the same occupations as those held by the general 
population. 

It is interesting to note that many seek careers that 
require a high degree of creativity. Their ‘‘different’’ 
perception of things can produce innovative, often 
exciting solutions to problems. A lifetime of having to 
develop creative “‘ways around’? different situations often 
results in extraordinary skills in any number of areas. 
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Examples of 
accommodations 


Or every person with learning disabilities, there is a 
different solution to his or her needs. Each will re- 


quire different accommodations because each has dif- 
ferent talents and potential. Many adults with learning 
disabilities can assist by identifying job modifications that 
have been helpful to them in the past. Build on strengths, 
as you would with all of your employees, and you will 
be rewarded with a more confident and productive staff 
member. 


Below are a few examples of accommodations. 


People who have difficulty in receiving accurate infor- 
mation through their sense of hearing often need to 
work in quiet surroundings. They might ask supervisors 
to repeat or explain directions and would appreciate 
either receiving a written copy of instructions or hav- 
ing the opportunity to repeat them back to the super- 
visor. Rather then just describing a task, it is helpful 
to demonstrate what needs to be accomplished. Try to 
keep sentences short, simple and to the point. 


People who have trouble receiving and/or processing 
information using their sense of sight may have dif- 
ficulty picking out an object from a background of 
other objects. They may misplace things with some fre- 
quency. In order to keep track of materials, they may 
require neat and well-organized work areas. Allow 
them to duplicate important information, and keep 
spare ‘‘tools of their trade’’ on hand. Colour-coding 
files, and keeping items in full view on bulletin boards 
or shelves, is also very helpful. 


People who have problems with the printed word may 
read with great difficulty or, in some cases, not at all. 
Many compensate by ‘“‘reading’’ print materials 
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through listening to tapes or making phone calls in- 
stead of writing letters. Many would appreciate receiv- 
ing verbal rather than written instructions or being 
allowed to work from a diagram or model. It would 
be helpful if a co-worker took on the responsibility of 
informing them of important, work-related memos, 
and allowing extra time for those who read slowly. 


People who have difficulty with numbers and/or time 
and space may calculate incorrectly. They often reverse 
numbers, place words in the wrong space on a form, 
arrive too early or late, and may find it hard to tell 
the time. Those who have these problems may need 
their material checked for number, word and grammar 
reversal. They might benefit by receiving a wake-up call 
from a punctual friend. Supervisors could consider flex- 
ible hours for them. 
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Job restructuring 


a aa learning disabled people will be unable to 
perform certain tasks that are a part of their job. 
If they are not essential functions of the job perhaps they 
can be eliminated, or if they are essential, consider 
reassigning these tasks to other employees when an 
amicable ‘‘trade off’ can be arranged. Such job restruc- 
turing can, not only, be very profitable to your business, 
but improves supervisory functions, worker effectiveness 
and the general quality and atmosphere of the work 
environment for all of your employees. 


A few job restructuring examples: 


e A secretary who has difficulty answering the phone and 
taking correct messages is excused from these tasks. 
This part of her job is assigned to another employee 
while the secretary assumes supervision of the filing 
system and does additional typing. 


e An account executive is highly verbal, very competent 
and innovative but a major part of his job is to prepare 
written reports, which he accomplishes with great dif- 
ficulty. Provided with small tape recorder, into which 
he speaks while en route to see clients, he saves the 
agency hours of time, frustration and money. 


e A waiter is fast and efficient, always pleasant with 
customers, but he simply cannot add and subtract in 
order to make change. Customers are often annoyed 
by his errors. Because the owner views it as a good 
business decision and because he is a valued employee, 
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a decision is made to purchase a computerized cash 
register that indicates the correct total and amount of 
change. The service of all employees is speeded up. 


e A salesperson in a small company is highly productive. 
Largely due to her efforts, the company expands to the 
point where it needs computers to deal with the increas- 
ing volume of sales. She cannot master the keyboard 
and sales fall as she tries to cope with the frustrations 
of operating the machine. A part-time secretary is hired 
to do the computer work, her sales escalate, more than 
compensating the company for the additional expense. 
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Interaction and 
supervision 


Me: of us plan our careers based on individual 
interests and talents. Even commonly used clichés 
such as, he has ‘‘a way with words’’ or she has ‘‘a mind 
like a computer’’, usually refer to what that person does 
for a living. In other words, most of us specialize and 
choose jobs that highlight our strong points and minimize 
those skills which are weaker. If employers and super- 
visors will think about the fact that every one of us has 
“‘weak’’ areas, then they will begin to understand and 
interact with employees who may have learning 
““differences’’. Basically, you will find that the skills 
required are the same as those needed for supervising 
other employees, except that occasional extra assistance 
may be necessary. 

Be flexible and open to new ways of doing things. Be 
patient, hurrying can create errors and problems. Find 
out if your employee would prefer to receive informa- 
tion orally, in writing or both. Keep the work area safe 
and hazard-free, obstructions are especially difficult for 
some learning disabled people. Demonstrate, rather than 
describe, the steps of the job. Say exactly what you mean 
in a direct and specific manner. Help employees, who may 
have problems in adjusting socially, to fit in with co- 
workers and to comprehend the hidden rules in your 
company. Be thorough in your orientation. Remember 
that people who have disabilities want to be treated like 
anyone else. Understand his or her problem, but be firm 
about set limits and company rules. 
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Conclusion 


t the beginning of this guide, the term ‘‘hidden 

disability’? was used to describe specific learning 
disabilities. It is, indeed, an invisible disability and it is 
not always clear that a person has learning disabilities. 
If you are like other employers, reading the guide has 
made you think about employees whose productivity may 
not match their potential, who appear to be unmotivated 
or who may appear to have poor social skills. For the 
first time, perhaps, you have become aware of the 
possibility of learning disabilities. Using common sense 
and some of the ideas suggested in ‘‘Nobody’s Perfect’’ 
may open up some exciting possibilities for your com- 
pany and for people who ‘‘learn differently’’. 
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